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Introduction {#s1}
============

Humans are increasingly disconnected from nature. Most people---over half globally, and approximately four in five Americans---live in urban areas, where nature contact is typically limited ([@c330]). Surveys reveal that Americans spend $> 90\%$ of their time indoors: most of that time is spent in buildings, and a smaller portion in vehicles ([@c181]). Screen time has reached daily averages of 1 h 55 min for children younger than 8 y old ([@c272]) and 7 h 38 min for those between 8 and 18 y old ([@c271]). In 2016, the average "total media consumption" was 10 h 39 min per day among adults and was rising ([@c243]). Park visitation, hunting, fishing, camping, and children's outdoor play have all declined substantially over recent decades ([@c57]; [@c107]; [@c261]).

In this context, recent years have seen a blossoming of scientific interest in the benefits of nature contact for human health and well-being. Several recent reviews have summarized and evaluated the growing evidence base ([@c38]; [@c133]; [@c153]; [@c198]; [@c228]; [@c283]; [@c295]). This literature reveals an extraordinarily broad range of benefits, albeit with varying levels of evidentiary support ([Table 1](#t1){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Summary of evidence-based health benefits of nature contact.

Table 1 lists serial number and health/well-being benefits in the first and second columns, respectively. The corresponding references are given in the last column.

  No.   Health/well-being benefits                                                   References
  ----- ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  1     Reduced stress                                                               [@c27]; [@c94]; [@c244]; [@c311]; [@c331]; [@c332]; [@c340]
  2     Better sleep                                                                 [@c11]; [@c119]; [@c239]
  3     Improved mental health:                                                       
         Reduced depression                                                          [@c14]; [@c29]; [@c59]; [@c111]; [@c179]; [@c221]; [@c231]; [@c252]; [@c312]; [@c321]; [@c345]
         Reduced anxiety                                                             [@c29]; [@c42]; [@c221]; [@c252]; [@c305]; [@c306]
  4     Greater happiness, well-being, life satisfaction                             [@c4]; [@c101]; [@c195]; [@c223]; [@c334]; [@c345]
  5     Reduced aggression                                                           [@c35]; [@c40]; [@c186], [@c187]; [@c326]; [@c355]
  6     Reduced ADHD symptoms                                                        [@c6]; [@c91]; [@c92]; [@c93]; [@c185]; [@c226]; [@c333]
  7     Increased prosocial behavior and social connectedness                        [@c46]; [@c73]; [@c79]; [@c94]; [@c141]; [@c142]; [@c263]; [@c314]
  8     Lower blood pressure                                                         [@c86]; [@c227]; [@c298]
  9     Improved postoperative recovery                                              [@c254]; [@c255]; [@c328]
  10    Improved birth outcomes                                                      Reviewed by [@c88]
  11    Improved congestive heart failure                                            [@c224]
  12    Improved child development (cognitive and motor)                             [@c99]; [@c174]
  13    Improved pain control                                                        Acutely ([@c81]; [@c196]) and chronically ([@c129])
  14    Reduced obesity                                                              [@c24]; [@c56]; P. [@c72]; [@c191]; [@c287]; [@c308]
  15    Reduced diabetes                                                             [@c12]; [@c34]; [@c45]; [@c322]
  16    Better eyesight                                                              [@c106]; [@c123]; [@c135]
  17    Improved immune function                                                     [@c204]; [@c205]; [@c206]; [@c207]; [@c208]
  18    Improved general health:                                                      
         Adults                                                                      [@c45]; [@c78]; [@c170]; [@c219]; [@c221]; [@c311]; [@c343]
         Cancer survivors                                                            [@c269]
         Children                                                                    [@c178]
  19    Reduced mortality                                                            [@c65]; [@c113]; [@c146]; [@c154]; [@c317]; [@c338]
  20    Asthma and/or allergies (studies show both improvements and exacerbations)   [@c7]; [@c72]; [@c109]; [@c110]; [@c217]; [@c216]; [@c282]

Note: ADHD, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. The references in [Table 1](#t1){ref-type="table"} are illustrative rather than exhaustive; they include both recent reviews and research reports and older, widely cited publications.

Despite this considerable body of evidence, key questions remain unresolved ([@c108]). In this paper, we propose a research agenda on nature contact and health, with the aim of systematically identifying key questions that merit research attention.

Definitions and Scope {#s1.1}
---------------------

A necessary starting point is the definition of nature contact. In general, by "nature" we mean "areas containing elements of living systems that include plants and nonhuman animals across a range of scales and degrees of human management, from a small urban park through to relatively 'pristine wilderness'" ([@c41]), together with abiotic elements such as sunset or mountain views. We acknowledge that multiple definitions of nature are appropriate, varying with the form of nature contact being studied and the ways in which people relate to nature. We note the far-reaching discourse on nature as a social construct ([@c69]), which is beyond the scope of this paper. Similarly, there is a philosophical argument that humans are a part of nature, a view that calls into question any distinction between humans and nature, and hence the very possibility of "nature deficit" ([@c102]). This argument is beyond the scope of this paper. The important category of animal contact, the subject of a large body of literature ([@c18]; [@c167]; [@c229]), is beyond the scope of this paper, as are the health benefits of the food and materials resulting from harvesting activities such as foraging, fishing, and hunting.

There are many forms of nature contact, varying by spatial scale, proximity, the sensory pathway through which nature is experienced (visual, auditory, etc.), the individual's activities and level of awareness while in a natural setting, and other factors. [Figure 1](#f1){ref-type="fig"} displays various examples of nature contact along just two of these two scales, spatial and temporal. Much contemporary research focuses on greenspace as the exposure of interest, perhaps because of ease of measurement, but we take a broader approach, ranging from plants in a room to views through windows to camping trips to virtual reality imagery. Researchers must define and operationalize the specific form of nature contact they are studying. We return to this point below in our discussion of exposure assessment.

![A spectrum of forms of nature contact.](EHP1663_f1){#f1}

With regard to outcomes, we take a broad definition of health, including physical and mental health, social well-being, academic and job performance, and happiness. The effects of nature contact on proenvironmental knowledge, attitudes, and behavior are the subject of an extensive body of literature ([@c61]; [@c341]) but are beyond the scope of this paper. Similarly, the outcomes we consider are limited to those affecting humans, excluding impacts of human--nature contact on other species or on natural systems more generally.

Methods {#s2}
=======

We assembled a multidisciplinary group at the University of Washington including expertise in epidemiology, environmental health, clinical medicine, psychology, ecology, landscape architecture, urban studies, public policy, and anthropology. The group studied published reviews of the nature--health connection, as well as primary research reports, and discussed research needs with end-users ranging from conservationists to nature preschool administrators to parks officials. Through iterative discussion and consensus formation, we sought to identify domains in which important questions remain unanswered, and in which research would advance the field. Within each domain, we identified specific research priorities.

Several principles guided the formulation of this research agenda. First, we recognized the value of diverse disciplines and professions. Second, we recognized the need to balance linear, reductionist approaches to research with complex, systems-based approaches, as advocated in other relevant domains of research ([@c84]; [@c213]), and we entertained research topics and strategies reflecting both approaches. Third, we recognized the need to integrate quantitative and qualitative data, and we entertained research topics that would draw on both kinds of data. Fourth, we emphasized research topics that are relevant and useful for decision makers and affected communities so that research results might have the greatest likelihood of being applied and benefiting people. Fifth, we emphasized research topics that, when appropriate, could engage affected populations both in defining research questions and methods and in conducting the research. For example, community-based participatory research, a well-established set of methods that improve the quality and relevance of research ([@c33]; [@c155]), has been applied to the study of nature contact ([@c30]).

We identified seven domains of research on nature contact and health, as shown in [Table 2](#t2){ref-type="table"}. We considered ranking topics within each domain in order of importance but elected not to do so, mindful that in this highly interdisciplinary and context-dependent field, different investigators and decision makers likely differ in their scientific perspectives and information needs. However, we did identify top-level research questions based on scientific importance, tractability, and potential public health impact; these questions are designated with bold-face type in the listings that follow.

###### 

Nature contact and health research domains.

Table 2 lists serial number and health research domains in the first and second columns, respectively.

  Domain
  -----------------------------------------
  1\. Mechanistic biomedical studies
  2\. Exposure science
  3\. Epidemiology of health benefits
  4\. Diversity and equity considerations
  5\. Technological nature
  6\. Economic and policy studies
  7\. Implementation science

Domain 1: Mechanistic Biomedical Studies {#s3}
========================================

A central aspect of health research is identifying the mechanisms that account for observed health effects: for example, the components of cigarette smoke that are carcinogenic and the immunologic pathways by which the smallpox vaccine confers protection. With respect to nature contact and health, the diversity of benefits suggests a broad, nonspecific physiological pathway of action, a multiplicity of pathways, or a combination of these. These pathways may have an evolutionary origin, as proposed by the biophilia hypothesis ([@c173]; [@c348]). The mechanisms are only partially understood, and authors are unanimous in noting the need for deeper understanding ([@c73]; [@c79]; [@c120]; [@c133]; [@c177]; [@c192]; [@c296]; [@c315]). Such understanding would be invaluable in designing and testing strategies for delivering beneficial nature contact.

Several mechanisms have been hypothesized: psychological pathways, enhanced immune function, physical activity, social contact, and improved air quality. Each of these is considered below.

Psychological Pathways {#s3.1}
----------------------

Two complementary theoretical frameworks, both invoking psychological mechanisms, have been identified ([@c27]). Stress Recovery Theory (SRT) emphasizes the role of nature in relieving physiological stress, whereas Attention Restoration Theory (ART) emphasizes the role of nature in relieving mental fatigue.

Stress reduction is both a health benefit in and of itself and a potential mechanism for other health benefits ([@c215]). Some research has focused on short-term indicators: for example, experiments that expose subjects to stressful stimuli with and without nature contact and measure acute responses such as skin conductance and salivary cortisol levels ([@c256]; [@c329]; [@c331]). Other research has focused on a longer time frame: for example, comparing people living in more- and less-green neighborhoods with regard to subjective levels of stress ([@c244]; [@c311]; [@c340]) or ability to cope with stressful life events ([@c332]; [@c340]). The results consistently show that nature contact reduces stress; the relative importance of this direct pathway, and mediation through social contact, physical activity, and/or other factors, is less clear ([@c340]).

Attention restoration was proposed as a mechanism by Kaplan and Kaplan ([@c168]; [@c169]). This theory holds that excessive concentration can lead to "directed attention fatigue," and that contact with nature---specifically with sufficient extent to feel immersed, and in ways that confer a sense of being away, that capture attention effortlessly ("soft fascination"), and that are compatible with personal preferences---engages a less taxing, indirect form of attention, thereby facilitating recovery of directed attention capacity. Empirical support has come from studies of attention deficit disorder ([@c92], [@c93]; [@c333]) and from diverse settings and populations ([@c47]; [@c90]; [@c202]). There is some evidence that the two mechanisms---stress reduction and attention restoration---may operate concurrently, yielding cognitive and affective benefits independently or through an interaction of the psychological processes involved ([@c202]).

Additional psychological mechanisms might interact with (or be independent of) stress reduction, attention restoration, or both. What is the role of awe---the sense of wonder, amazement, and smallness that may occur in response to perceptually vast stimuli ([@c175]; [@c263]; [@c280]; [@c300])? What is the role of mystery---the allure of seeing and knowing more by entering more deeply into a setting ([@c136]; [@c316])? How does nature contact influence the regulation of emotions (in adaptive and/or maladaptive ways) ([@c42])? How might personality structure mediate the benefits of nature contact ([@c5])? How might stress reduction and attention restoration operate differently in different groups, based on such factors as cultural background and socioeconomic position ([@c283])?

Each of these constructs---stress reduction, attention restoration, awe, mystery---is based in theory. With increasing use of more precise psychophysiological measures in both laboratory and field settings, it is likely that they will evolve toward operationally defined constructs grounded in specific neural pathways.

Enhanced Immune Function {#s3.2}
------------------------

In a recent review, Kuo ([@c188]) argued that improved immune function accounts for many of the health benefits of nature, based on meeting three criteria: accounting for the magnitude of observed health benefits; accounting for the specific health outcomes observed; and subsuming other possible pathways. Nature contact may enhance immune function in at least two ways on very different time scales. First, consistent with the "hygiene hypothesis," contact with microbial and other antigens in natural settings during particular developmental windows may modify immune function over the lifespan ([@c131]; [@c183]; [@c242]; [@c277]; [@c282]; [@c309]), perhaps operating through effects on the microbiome ([@c200]). Second, short-term exposures to some natural substances (such as phytoncides from trees) have been associated with improved natural killer (NK) cell activity ([@c203], [@c204], [@c205], [@c207]; [@c208]). Stress recovery and immune function mechanisms may not be distinct because of reciprocal relationships between these two physiologic systems ([@c151]; [@c251]).

Increased Physical Activity {#s3.3}
---------------------------

Physical activity confers a broad range of health benefits, including prevention and/or amelioration of obesity, cardiovascular disease, some cancers, diabetes, some mental illness, osteoporosis, gall bladder disease, and other conditions ([@c20]; [@c199]; [@c346]). Natural surroundings such as vegetated streetscapes, parks, and schoolyards are generally associated with higher levels of physical activity in both children and adults, a plausible mechanism for many of the observed health benefits of nature contact ([@c16]; [@c31]; [@c50]; [@c104]; [@c117]; [@c150]; [@c163]; [@c184]; [@c197]; [@c253]; [@c297]; [@c313]). The mechanisms by which green surroundings might facilitate physical activity are not well understood; aesthetic preference may play a role ([@c298]). In children, evidence suggests that play in natural environments is associated with the development of motor skills such as balance and coordination, which in turn enable and predict physical activity ([@c99]; [@c100]). The dynamic and irregular characteristics of natural play spaces may explain this observation. Some studies have demonstrated a benefit from green neighborhoods independent of physical activity ([@c59]; [@c94]; [@c96]; [@c244]), and some studies have found weak or no association between nature contact and physical activity ([@c122]; [@c139]; [@c349]), suggesting that physical activity only partially accounts for health benefits. A challenge in interpreting these results is the possibility of reverse causation: people inclined to be physically active may seek recreation in green, outdoor settings. Moreover, the $\left. \text{nature}\rightarrow\text{physical\ activity}\rightarrow\text{health} \right.$ pathway may vary across subpopulations, settings, levels of access, programming, and other factors.

A promising line of research regarding physical activity in natural settings pertains to "green exercise." There is some evidence that physical activity in outdoor, natural settings confers more benefits than equivalent exertion in indoor or constructed settings ([@c19]; [@c63]). A better understanding of this phenomenon might help clarify the mechanisms by which nature contact benefits health.

Social Connectedness {#s3.4}
--------------------

Social connectedness is strongly associated with health ([@c171]). To the extent that nature contact promotes social connections, this may be a mechanism for associated health benefits ([@c220]).

Support for this pathway comes from studies of prosocial behavior and of social capital (networks of social relationships and the norms of trust and reciprocity). With regard to prosocial behavior and attitudes, observational studies of residential greenness ([@c73]; [@c190]; [@c314]) and of nearby parks ([@c94]) and experimental studies of brief nature exposures ([@c263]; [@c357]) have found an association between nature contact and prosocial outcomes. \[One exception was a study of children in Kaunas, Lithuania, which found the opposite result ([@c15])\]. With regard to social capital, studies have found that living in greener neighborhoods ([@c79]; [@c141]; [@c176]) and using parks ([@c46]; [@c142]; [@c172]) are associated with greater social cohesion, with the strength and extent of social networks, or with both. Further research could clarify the ways in which natural features promote social connectedness and how this pathway interacts with other possible mechanisms of benefit.

Improved Air Quality {#s3.5}
--------------------

Air quality in rural or wilderness settings is generally superior to that in urban settings. In urban settings, tree canopy may reduce ambient levels of particulate matter and gaseous air pollutants, although most studies find this air-quality improvement to be slight ([@c247]; [@c248]). Moreover, any benefits must be weighed against potential disbenefits. Trees can in some cases worsen asthma ([@c7]; [@c71]; [@c180]; [@c217]), a likely result of pollen, soil fungi, other vegetation-associated allergens, the production of hydrocarbons (ozone precursors), or a combination of these factors ([@c121]). Trees can also impede air circulation, reducing the dispersion of air pollutants in urban canyons ([@c339]). To the extent that vegetation improves air quality, nature contact may offer protection against respiratory and cardiovascular disease.

Other Benefits of Nearby Nature {#s3.6}
-------------------------------

There are myriad other benefits of nearby nature that extend beyond these psychological and physical health mechanisms ([@c36]; [@c214]; [@c327]). For example, urban vegetation, particularly trees, can reduce and filter storm-water runoff ([@c26]); regulate local temperatures, resulting in attenuated heat island effects ([@c39]) and reduced energy demand ([@c249]); provide pollination services ([@c126]; [@c323]) and wildlife habitat ([@c3]; [@c240]); reduce urban noise ([@c225]); and sequester and store carbon ([@c76]). Larger natural areas outside of cities can contribute even more to carbon sequestration and storage, water filtration, and timber and game production.

Proposed research priorities {#s3.7}
----------------------------

1.1**To what extent does stress reduction mediate observed health benefits of nature contact?** 1.1aBoth short-term and long-term1.1bWhich natural elements are most associated with stress reduction?1.1cWhich markers of stress reduction are most useful in studying this effect?1.2**To what extent does improved immune function mediate observed health benefits of nature contact?** 1.2aBoth short-term and long-term1.2bWhich natural elements are most associated with improved immune function?1.2cWhich markers of immune function are most useful in studying this effect?1.2dWhat is the role of the human microbiome in mediating this effect?1.3**To what extent does social connectedness account for, or mediate, observed health benefits of nature contact?** 1.3aBoth short-term and long-term1.3bWhich social arrangements or activities best optimize the benefits of nature contact through this pathway?1.4**Does nature-based physical activity confer benefits above and beyond equivalent physical activity in nature-free settings?** 1.4aIf so, which natural elements best account for the additional benefits?1.5**For each of these potential mechanisms, how do other factors---demographic, social, biomedical, and ecological---affect the associations between nature contact and health?**

Domain 2: Exposure Science {#s4}
==========================

Exposure science (or exposure assessment) is: "the process of estimating or measuring the magnitude, frequency, and duration of exposure to an agent, along with the number and characteristics of the population exposed. Ideally, it describes the sources, pathways, routes, and the uncertainties in the assessment" ([@c356]). This discipline is a *sine qua non* of research on environmental impacts on people, whether the research focus is on pathogens, medications, toxic chemicals, social circumstances, or salutary exposures such as nature ([@c9]; [@c212]; [@c245]). Despite the centrality of exposure assessment in epidemiologic research, there is little agreement on how best to define nature contact for research purposes ([@c148]; [@c320]), let alone how to measure it ([@c236]; [@c343]). Various approaches have been used.

In some research, **quantitative measures** of natural elements serve as metrics of nature contact. Most recent research has measured greenspace; as noted above, greenspace is a more limited construct than nature contact. Two main kinds of exposure metrics are typically used: "cumulative opportunity" and distance ([@c89]). Cumulative opportunity refers to the total amount of nearby greenness (on the assumption that nature contact is proportional to this parameter). The most frequently used measure is the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), which assesses the density of photosynthetically active biomass based on satellite imagery ([@c112]; [@c270]). Related metrics include the Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI) ([@c147]), the Leaf Area Index (LAI) ([@c145]), the Building Proximity to Green Spaces Index (BGPI) ([@c208]), and Object-Based Image Analysis (OBIA) using light detection and ranging (LiDAR), a laser-based imaging technology ([@c222]). To date, most studies have defined exposure to these quantitative measures based on the residential environment, an approach limited by spatial resolution and subject to misclassification (if people spend highly variable amounts of time at home). However, such data can be combined with Global Positioning System (GPS) tracking using devices such as smartphones to characterize individual exposure patterns as people move about during defined periods of observation ([@c52]). The second quantitative approach, distance to greenspace, such as distance from home to a park, uses geospatial information. Few studies have compared cumulative opportunity and distance as exposure assessment strategies, but in studies that used both ([@c6]; [@c65]; [@c71]; [@c162]; [@c325]), cumulative opportunity was a better predictor of health outcomes ([@c89]) \[with at least one exception ([@c118])\].

**Semiquantitative measures** of nature contact are also used. Examples include the presence or absence of plants in a classroom ([@c130]), the presence or absence of a tree view from a window ([@c328]), the proportion of aquatic elements in a picture ([@c344]), or the density of fish in an aquarium ([@c67]). At a larger spatial scale, land-use or land-cover maps are often used. These maps classify landscape elements as "dense urban," "forest," "cropland," and so on. An extensive listing of such databases is available for the United States at the U.S. Geological Survey Land Cover Institute web site (<https://landcover.usgs.gov/>) and for the United Kingdom at the U.K. Office for National Statistics Generalised Land Use Database (<https://data.gov.uk/dataset/land_use_statistics_generalised_land_use_database>). "Exposure" is approximated by integrating the time spent in each setting. Innovative technology permits more complex characterizations. For example, Google Street View can be used to assess the degree of nature encountered by a person at street level ([@c209]). Similarly, social media data can help quantify visits to natural areas and behavior patterns within those areas ([@c294]; [@c354]).

Standard approaches to exposure measurement share at least five limitations. First, they fail to capture variations in how people experience nature, nuances that may be highly relevant to health benefits ([@c166]). Suppose that one person sits in a car atop a seaside bluff and admires the view of the beach (while checking e-mail on a smartphone), a second person walks barefoot along the shore, enjoying not only the view but the feel of the sea breeze and the lapping waves, and a third person plunges in for a swim. The designation "beach contact" or a measure of "time at the beach" would fall far short of capturing the variation in their experiences. Among the relevant variables are the specific sensory modalities involved. Most research assumes that people's contact with nature is visual, but other modes, such as auditory ([@c62]; [@c97]), tactile, and olfactory, likely play a role. Specific forms of nature contact (Step 4 in [Figure 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"}) need to be identified and measured.

![A proposed framework for studying the health benefits of nature contact (adapted from Shanahan et al. 2015b).](EHP1663_f2){#f2}

Second, commonly used exposure measures have low reproducibility. Several studies have assessed the concordance among various measures of greenspace or tree canopy. These measures include direct observation; the use of Google Street View, Google Earth, or similar technologies; and the use of secondary sources such as land-cover data sets ([@c25]; [@c53]; [@c55]; [@c264]; [@c281]; [@c319]). These measures have generally shown poor to fair agreement among the different approaches, suggesting a pervasive problem with measuring greenspace exposure (much less nature contact).

Third, commonly used exposure measures cannot quantify the "dose," that is to say, what a person experiences during an episode of nature contact. If two people---one observant and highly attuned to nature, the other oblivious or distracted---both walk down the same forest path, they are likely to "absorb" differing levels of nature. "Nature connectedness" and/or awareness may be important (and highly culture-specific) mediators of "dose," and through it of health benefits ([@c51]; [@c210]; [@c262]). Even among people who are highly attuned to nature, perceptions may vary substantially ([@c22]; [@c310]). **Qualitative measures** may have a role in addressing such limitations. Indeed, subjective ratings of vegetation or scenery ([@c144]; [@c293]) may approximate "dose" as well as, or better than, objective measures. Emerging technologies such as smartphone apps that allow people to describe their surroundings may play an important role here ([@c289]). Such crowd-sourced data need to be evaluated in terms of validity and generalizability.

Fourth, standard exposure measures typically focus more on physical than on temporal attributes. As in pharmacology and toxicology, the duration and frequency of exposure are important components of dose. If two people live in the same neighborhood with a certain amount of tree canopy, but one has lived there for 20 y and takes a 30-min walk each day, whereas the other just moved there a year ago and only ventures outside twice a month for 10 min each time, the two people have substantially different exposure profiles, a difference not captured by measures of their neighborhood street canopy.

Fifth, standard exposure measures are not grounded in the ecological elements most relevant to human health and well-being. What is it about a walk in the forest that confers benefits? Is it the vegetation type ([@c343])? The level of biodiversity ([@c75]; [@c218]; [@c277])? Does it matter if the trees are in leaf, or is a wintertime walk equally effective? Is wildness required, or does an orderly tree farm or agricultural field suffice? Precisely which elements of exposure need to be measured?

The choice of exposure metrics is consequential; there is evidence that research findings may vary with the exposure metrics used. For example, a study of green space exposure in relation to general health ([@c1]) found that "aggregated green space" performed differently from "forest," and that urban green space performed differently from rural green space, in predicting mental health complaints.

Research is needed across all metrics of nature exposure to identify the metrics that are most accurate and precise and that best predict human responses of interest. The resulting insights, coupled with better knowledge of mechanisms of benefit, are needed to guide the provision of "the best dose of the best exposures."

Proposed research priorities {#s4.1}
----------------------------

2.1**Which metrics of nature best predict various health benefits?**2.2**For each such metric, what is its accuracy? What is its precision?**2.3What is the role of subjective assessments, and of "nature connectedness," in measuring nature contact?2.4How do exposure metrics vary in their performance by population and other factors?2.5What are the roles of duration and frequency of exposure in predicting health benefits?

Domain 3: Epidemiology of Health Benefits {#s5}
=========================================

The State of Research {#s5.1}
---------------------

Although recent research has identified many associations between nature contact and health, much remains to be learned. The body of epidemiologic research consists principally of three categories of study: true experiments, "natural experiments," and observational studies, with observational studies accounting for the preponderance of the literature.

True experiments are the gold standard in science. In the nature and health domain, examples include clinical trials of nature imagery for pain relief during medical procedures ([@c81]; [@c196]), of nature adventure therapy in the treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in veterans ([@c115]), of horticultural therapy in pain management ([@c337]), and of park walks in workplace stress management ([@c77]). The challenges of such experiments include their cost and the difficulty of assessing long-term outcomes; indeed, most reported trials have been limited to relatively short-term outcomes. Opportunities include the emergence of innovative techniques for measuring outcomes that can be readily applied in experimental settings (see below).

Natural experiments are study opportunities that resemble experiments but that arise through circumstances outside the investigator's control ([@c87]). In the nature and health domain, examples include a comparison of surgical outcomes in patients with and without views of trees through their hospital room windows ([@c328]); a comparison of women's health in counties with and without tree loss resulting from emerald ash borer infestation ([@c83]); a comparison of self-discipline in children living in public housing with and without nearby trees ([@c318]); and a study of crime and stress in relation to the greening of neglected vacant lots, comparing blocks already treated with blocks not yet treated ([@c40]). In each instance, the strength of the study depends on the extent to which the two groups compared do not differ in ways other than the exposure of interest. Natural experiments have important advantages: they are opportunities to study realistic exposures in realistic settings, they can study long-term outcomes more readily than true experiments, and they can be far less expensive than true experiments. They can yield powerful insights, as illustrated by John Snow's classic study of water sources during the 1854 cholera epidemic in London ([@c358]). However, natural experiments pose several challenges for researchers. Practically, they require a nimble and rapid response once a study opportunity is recognized, often exceeding the capacity of funders, ethics committees, and other institutional structures. The more thorny challenge is conceptual: natural experiments are highly susceptible to bias, that is to say, to the tendency for exposure to vary across a study population by factors that are also associated with outcomes ([@c68]; [@c285]). Confounding and reverse causation can be difficult to exclude. For example, if people who walk in natural settings evince lower levels of stress than those who do not, is that because the nature contact has a salutary effect, or is it because people who are better at managing their stress choose to take more nature walks?

Finally, retrospective observational studies comprise the bulk of the literature on nature contact and health. Examples include the many recent studies of various health outcomes according to the greenness of residential neighborhoods. These studies have several advantages. They are practical. They can be conducted more rapidly than prospective studies. They can readily address long-term health outcomes. By using data collected for other purposes, they reduce costs. However, they also face the considerable challenges of controlling bias and confounding as well as the potential limits of data not designed specifically for testing nature--health hypotheses.

Directions for Future Research {#s5.2}
------------------------------

Potential enhancements in epidemiologic research on the nature--health connection include innovative data sources, more diverse study settings, improved exposure assessment (discussed above), innovative outcome measures, and improved analytical approaches.

With respect to data sources, one option is tapping into large, ongoing cohort studies. For example, a recent analysis of the Nurses' Health Study (NHS) examined the association between residential greenness and causes of death ([@c154]). This analysis benefited from the well-established, high-quality exposure and outcome data in an ongoing study. A related option is adding measures of nature contact to ongoing studies. For instance, both the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) and the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) inquire about physical activity, but until now, neither has inquired about whether that activity takes place outdoors.

Improved computing capabilities offer the possibility of acquiring and analyzing "big data" from innovative sources. Examples include administrative data from health care systems ([@c32]; [@c230]), mobile health data ([@c54]; [@c134]), environmental sources such as Google Street View and webcams ([@c289]), and social media sources such as Twitter ([@c128]). For instance, with smartphone apps such as Mappiness (<http://www.mappiness.org.uk/>), Track Your Happiness (<https://www.trackyourhappiness.org/>), and Urban Mind (<https://www.urbanmind.info>/), users record their emotions. These responses are geolocated, permitting the study of minute-to-minute associations between proximity to nature and emotional states. The same is true for disease-specific apps such as Share the Journey, developed to study breast cancer (<http://sharethejourneyapp.org/>).

With regard to study settings, most studies of nature contact and health have been carried out in cool, temperate climates, generally in high-income countries. Relatively little research has evaluated desert, mountainous, or shoreline landscapes---places where major population centers are located. Similarly, little research has been based in low- and middle-income settings, with their distinct profiles of environmental conditions and health vulnerabilities. Epidemiologic research in such settings will extend knowledge considerably.

Innovative outcome measures offer great promise when applied to health research on nature exposure ([@c127]). These measures include stress indicators such as cortisol, amylase, and skin conductance ([@c23]; [@c158]; [@c276]); measures of brain activity including novel EEG methods ([@c10]; [@c275]; [@c324]) and functional brain imaging ([@c43]); genetic markers such as leukocyte basal gene expression profiles ([@c105]); and telomere shortening ([@c353]). The use of physiological measurements may help elucidate mechanisms of action, as discussed above.

Finally, because nature contact invariably operates as part of a complex web of health determinants, statistical analysis must address this complexity. Analytical techniques including multilevel analysis ([@c82]), complex causal process diagrams ([@c159]), path analysis and structural equations, and the use of counterfactuals ([@c28]; [@c258]; [@c259]) may all be useful in controlling bias and confounding; in disentangling multivariate, multilevel, bidirectional associations; and in clarifying causal pathways.

Advancing epidemiologic research requires both the improved methods described above as well as confirmation and clarification of specific associations. [Figure 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"} (based on [@c296]) shows a model for this research. In this figure, a natural element such as tree canopy is identified and associated with defined functions (such as casting a shadow) that have direct or indirect effects on people (such as reducing UV radiation exposure) that in turn affect health (such as reducing skin cancer risk). The association between ecosystem functions and human effects may be subject to mediation and effect modification by a range of factors; these are encompassed by the term "moderating factors" in [Figure 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"}.

Of the innumerable potential associations between nature contact and health, which are the most important to study? Although priorities will vary from setting to setting, the most common exposures (for example, urban greenspace, given the preponderance of people who live in cities) and the most common and/or high-consequence outcomes (such as conditions that account for a high burden of suffering) should be research priorities. Research should also focus on characterizing associations in ways that are relevant to practice, such as by defining dose--response relationships. Additionally, as discussed below, research should focus on subpopulations at particular risk or on those that could benefit disproportionately from nature contact, such as children, the elderly, and deprived groups.

Proposed research priorities {#s5.3}
----------------------------

3.1**How is nature contact associated with specific health outcomes of public health importance, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, depression, anxiety, well-being, and happiness?** 3.aHow do these associations vary across different populations, life stages, and other factors?3.bWhich forms of nature contact are most beneficial?3.2**What "dose" and duration of exposure are needed to yield a benefit?** How long does the beneficial effect last? Can habituation occur, with attenuated benefit over time?3.3If people born and raised in one setting relocate to a setting with different natural features, do the benefits of nature contact still operate?3.4Are there particular benefits from contact with landscapes or ecosystems that align with human evolutionary origins and/or with conservation priorities?3.5What are the adverse effects, if any, of nature contact?

Domain 4: Diversity and Equity---The Role of Nature Contact {#s6}
===========================================================

At least four major strands of research are needed with respect to diversity and equity: *a*) patterns of disproportionate exposure; *b*) cultural and contextual factors that affect nature preferences and the experience of nature; *c*) differing patterns of benefit across different populations; and *d*) the possibility that improved access to nature may have unintended negative consequences on vulnerable populations.

With respect to disparities in access to nature, there is considerable evidence that disadvantaged urban populations are relatively deprived of access to nature and greenspace ([@c13]; [@c37]; [@c74]; [@c138]; [@c156]; [@c157]; [@c209]; [@c260]; [@c291]; [@c350]). Much of this research centers on park access in urban settings. In some circumstances, studies have shown disadvantaged populations to have equal or greater proximity to parks and tree canopy ([@c17]; [@c70]; [@c273]; [@c291]; [@c336]; [@c342]), but typically in these situations, the quality of the parks, the level of programming, and/or park access remain significant barriers to park use.

There is also evidence that nature preferences vary across ethnic, cultural, and racial backgrounds. Tragically, the legacy of forced labor, lynchings, and other violence may evoke deeply disturbing associations with trees, fields, and forests among some African Americans ([@c160]; [@c161]). Diverse populations also express diverse preferences with respect to greenspace: a baseball diamond for some, a soccer field for others, picnic facilities for still others ([@c116]; [@c140]; [@c257]; [@c302]). Similarly, the preferred forms of nature contact may vary: a group activity for some, solitary hikes for others. Such differences are deeply rooted in historical and geographic context ([@c48]; [@c49]). Livelihood may play an important role: a rural farmer likely has quite different preferences regarding nature from those of an urban computer programmer. These cultural and other filters may help determine whether, and how, nature contact confers health benefits. (There are limits to this approach: people may not fully recognize and report their own preferences, and attention restoration or other mechanisms could operate independently of preference or even awareness.) Research is needed to clarify the origin and durability of such preferences and their effects on health benefits. In practical terms, research on how best to engage communities in planning parks and greenspace will likely yield the best-performing facilities in terms of park use, health, and well-being.

There is evidence that contact with nature and greenspace may disproportionately benefit disadvantaged populations, attenuating the toxic effects of poverty and reducing health disparities---the so-called "equigenic" effect ([@c193]; [@c219]; [@c234], [@c235]; [@c237]). This effect needs to be confirmed and clarified in different settings, using a variety of study designs. If nature contact can help mitigate the toxic effects of poverty, this information could help guide interventions both to achieve both social justice goals and to realize the greatest return on investment in terms of human well-being.

Finally, improvements in access to greenspace may lead to "green gentrification," an increase in property values that displaces low-income residents from their neighborhoods ([@c8]; [@c201]; [@c233]; [@c350]). This process needs to be studied and understood so that its adverse effects can be prevented.

Research on these dimensions of equity with respect to nature contact will permit both understanding the interplay of social disadvantage and nature contact and designing and targeting the most effective strategies for improving health and well-being for all ([@c284]; [@c302]).

Potential research priorities {#s6.1}
-----------------------------

4.1**How does access to nature vary by socioeconomic status, ethnicity, cultural background, and other social factors, in specific settings?**4.2**How do preferences and perceptions of nature vary by socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and other demographic factors, in specific settings, and how do these differences affect choices regarding time in nature?**4.3What are the obstacles, both subjective and objective, to increasing the frequency of nature contact for disadvantaged communities?4.4**How do the benefits of nature contact vary by socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and other demographic factors, in specific settings?**4.5What unintended negative consequences flow from "green gentrification," and what policies and practices help avoid those consequences?

Domain 5: Technological Nature {#s7}
==============================

Modern information and communication technology that leverages digital computation is becoming exponentially more sophisticated and pervasive and may profoundly alter the human relationship with nature ([@c165]; [@c189]). Increasing use of technology---as exemplified by growing "screen time," particularly among children---can compete with such activities as play in natural settings ([@c268]; [@c335]) enough to have prompted the American Academy of Pediatrics to recommend limits on children's screen time ([@c238]).

However, technology does not only interfere with nature contact. "Technological nature" refers to technologies that mediate, simulate, promote, and/or augment the human experience of nature ([@c165]). Examples include real-time digital screen representations of local nature (digital nature "windows"), robot pets, and tele-robot-operated gardens. Virtual reality applications may simulate nature-based experiences ([@c125]; [@c290]), and the Pokémon Go game, during a peak in popularity in 2016, may have triggered outdoor activity (although the quality of the resulting nature interaction is unknown) ([@c2]; [@c85]; [@c143]). Other smartphone apps may facilitate or inform a connection with nature; examples include apps that assist with identifying trees, birds, or constellations.

Studies of people interacting with technological nature have begun to suggest that such interaction is better for people than no exposure to nature, but not as beneficial as genuine nature exposure ([@c164]; [@c165]; [@c232]). However, whether this initial trend generalizes across a wide range of human metrics, and if so, whether it will persist with increasing fidelity of technological nature, remain open questions. Research could also focus on the ways in which technological nature could broaden and even change the human experience of nature. One near-future example is linking apps with networked artificial intelligence conversational systems. Virtual reality is also a near-future pervasive form of interaction in social media and beyond, including in contact with the natural world ([@c125]). Because of the growing role of technology in human--nature interactions, it is important to understand how best to harness technology to maximize health benefits.

Technological nature may be useful in another way: laboratory-based controlled experiments utilizing technology may help tease apart which aspects of the nature experience have which effects on people and how these effects are moderated according to individual differences. Here again, attention would need to be paid to how the technological nature experience compares to the actual nature experience.

Proposed research priorities {#s7.1}
----------------------------

5.1**How can specific forms of technological nature increase and deepen the human experience of nature?**5.2Where, how, and why does technological nature fall short in conferring human benefits relative to the actual experience of nature?5.3**What forms of technological nature contact provide health benefits, and what are those benefits?**5.4How do these findings vary by technology, context, and across age groups and other demographic factors?5.5What insights can virtual nature contact provide into the causal mechanisms of psychological benefits, and how ecologically valid will these insights be?

Domain 6: Economic and Policy Studies, Including Cobenefits {#s8}
===========================================================

The benefits of nature contact need to be studied and tested not only as scientific hypotheses but also as policy propositions; this requires quantitative estimates of the value of these benefits. The principal intellectual framework for this approach comes from the field of ecological economics ([@c64]; [@c95]; [@c307]), and more particularly from the analysis and valuation of ecosystem services ([@c137]; [@c246]; [@c279]). Both civil society ([@c132]; [@c250]) and academic researchers ([@c241]; [@c278]; [@c301]) characterize the ecosystem services provided by parks and greenspace, tree canopy, open land, and other natural assets. However, these analyses generally focus on biophysical processes such as storm water management, air quality, and erosion control, omitting explicit consideration of human health and well-being. Key reports often fail even to mention human health, much less to quantify it as an ecosystem service ([@c98]; [@c265]; [@c292])---an omission that is likely to lead to incorrect conclusions and suboptimal policies.

Fortunately, recent publications have begun to integrate human health into ecosystem services analyses ([@c21]; [@c44]; [@c103]; [@c211]; [@c286]; [@c288]; [@c347]) and even to propose quantitative metrics ([@c152]; [@c303]). In some cases, research identifies and quantifies the health cobenefits of green infrastructure and/or conservation efforts, providing a more complete picture than would otherwise be available ([@c66]; [@c194]; [@c352]). Health economics research can help value both health gains and relatively intangible benefits such as aesthetic enjoyment and happiness, as well as help quantify avoided health care costs, attributable to nature contact. Although precise estimates may be elusive and uncertainty must be acknowledged, in many cases, health benefits will be large enough to rival other ecosystem services in value. Importantly, this work needs to take a life course approach; although average medical costs during childhood are low, investments in nature contact early in life may yield substantial health improvements, and avoided medical costs, later in life ([@c351]). Moreover, analysis needs to account for disbenefits of nature contact, such as allergic reactions and excessive sunlight exposure. Much more research and analysis are needed to address these issues.

Cost--benefit analyses need to estimate how much benefit will flow from specific kinds of investments in nature contact and to make comparisons among policy alternatives, a key consideration for city officials, park managers, and other decision makers confronting the reality of limited resources ([@c279]). This research requires mechanistic models that can predict a mix of monetary and nonmonetary ecosystem services. Teams of scientists and policy makers need to be highly multidisciplinary to perform "full benefit accounting" that considers both health benefits and nonhealth benefits (ranging from storm water management to biodiversity protection to enhanced property value) of nature's services.

As noted above, policy research needs to include a strong focus on equity issues---from documenting disparities in nature access to testing solutions to preventing gentrification and other unintended consequences of interventions.

Proposed research priorities {#s8.1}
----------------------------

6.1What are the best methods for valuing the health benefits of nature?6.2**What is the health-related value of various forms of nature contact?** 6.2aCost--benefit analyses6.2bCost-effectiveness analyses6.2cLong-term analyses across the life span6.2dIntegration with other ecosystem services assessments6.3**What are the optimal methods of combining both health and nonhealth cobenefits of various forms of nature contact?**

Domain 7: Implementation Science---Studies of What Works {#s9}
========================================================

Research findings do not necessarily translate into action. According to one leading researcher, "\[d\]issemination and implementation of research findings into practice are necessary to achieve a return on investment in our research enterprise and to apply research findings to improve outcomes in the broader community" ([@c60]). This is the motivation for implementation science---research that "supports movement of evidence-based effective health care and prevention strategies or programs from the clinical or public health knowledge base into routine use" ([@c60]). Although descriptive studies can identify and quantify health benefits of nature contact, intervention studies are needed to determine what works in practice ([@c182]).

Like translational research in medicine, designed to bring research findings "from the bench to the bedside" to improve patient outcomes, studies of the nature--health association can be designed with real-world application in mind. Such studies might be structured as true experiments, consistent with clinical trials used routinely in biomedical research. They might also take the form of program evaluations following a wide range of interventions. Integrated quantitative and qualitative research may provide the most comprehensive understanding of health impacts, from individual to community scales. Important products of such work are predictive models and decision tools for use by planners and decision makers. For example, some cities use tools such as the U.S. Forest Service's i-Tree software (<http://www.itreetools.org/>) to analyze environmental services associated with tree planting. Might further development of such tools incorporate additional mental and physical health benefits?

Proposed research priorities {#s9.1}
----------------------------

*(Examples only; research topics in this domain will vary by particular circumstances)* 7.1With respect to specific interventions designed to promote health and well-being through nature contact, how are they implemented (legal and administrative arrangements, partnerships, costs, and financial mechanisms), and how do they work (in terms of attracting people and yielding desired outcomes)? Examples of potential high-impact research include the following: 7.1aWhich trail and park designs perform best in promoting physical activity ([@c267])?7.1bHow should children's play spaces be designed to optimize nature contact ([@c124])?7.1cWhich configurations of children's outdoor schools optimize health, social relationships, and learning ([@c274]; [@c304])?7.1dWhich design features in natural settings (such as sweeping views, known as "prospect," and safe places to hide, known as "refuge") make them most restorative ([@c114])?7.1eWhat dose of nature is needed to optimize benefits ([@c149]; [@c299], [@c298])? How is that dose most effectively delivered? Are programs such as Park Prescriptions, in which health care providers direct their patients to spend time in natural settings, effective ([@c58])?7.1fWhich outdoor programs most effectively treat post-traumatic stress disorder in veterans ([@c266])?7.1gWhat is the efficacy of horticultural therapy in treating dementia, anxiety, stress, and other conditions in the institutionalized and noninstitutionalized elderly ([@c80])?

Conclusions {#s10}
===========

According to the best available evidence, nature contact offers considerable promise in addressing a range of health challenges, including many, such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, depression, and anxiety, that are public health priorities. Nature contact offers promise both as prevention and as treatment across the life course. Potential advantages include low costs relative to conventional medical interventions, safety, practicality, not requiring dispensing by highly trained professionals, and multiple cobenefits. Few medications can boast these attributes.

However, many questions regarding the health benefits of nature contact remain unanswered. A robust program of scientific research is needed to generate evidence-based answers to these questions. This paper has identified seven domains of research that, together, frame an agenda for needed research: mechanistic biomedical studies, exposure science, epidemiologic studies, studies focusing on diversity and equity, studies of technological nature, economic and policy studies, and implementation science. Although particular challenges exist in such areas as exposure assessment, innovative data sources and analytical techniques represent exciting opportunities. The results of such research will guide interventions across a wide range of settings, populations, spatial scales, and forms of nature. Health professionals, ecologists, landscape architects, parks staff, educators, and many others will in turn be able to apply these results to improve health and well-being on a large scale.
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